W
hile Will King and his fellow autodidacts toiled in Blackwell's vineyard, the diggers moved in to change the face of Broad Street's North side. Thirteen old houses to the left of Blackwell's until the corner of Parks Road, which in some parts dated back to medieval times, were being bulldozed to make way for Sir Gilbert Scott's New Bodleian. 1 It seemed there was no stopping the tide. More libraries were needed to house an unending supply of new books to feed an army of old and new world scholars and an increasingly literate and educated public. Blackwell's used the opportunity to shore up its own future, rebuilding the dangerously unstable East wall of its Queen Anne Buildings. Basil Blackwell explained that this expense was a "symbol of our hope for the future." It was also a mark of respect for the sundry folks, from all walks of life, who had plied their trades and written their lucubrations in Broad Street's old houses since time immemorial. Things are on the move again as the New Bodleian, to be renamed the Western Library, undergoes a complete restoration, and the ground floor Blackwell Hall will honour this illustrious bookseller. This instalment tries to re-connect to the ghosts of Broad Street who may, in the imagination, walk the shelves at night. Readers of Against the Grain, should they visit Oxford, may also like to imagine all the souls who lived and worked here.
Scholars and tradesmen have existed cheek by jowl in Oxford's Broad Street at least as long as t h e m e d i e v a l scribes of Catte Street, who crafted manuscripts a l o n g s i d e t h e Great Bodleian Library. In the early fourteenth c e n t u r y B r o a d S t r e e t , k n o w n then as Horsemonger Street, was a favourite place for students to take lodgings; in medieval times t h e y w e r e n o t compelled to enter colleges, still less reside within their walls.
2 Such i n m a t e s f o u n d t h e m s e l v e s i n the company of diverse tradesmen, tutors, medical doctors, dentists, and publicans. At the back of the narrow terrace, they could mingle with, and smell, the livestock, stable their horses, amuse themselves at billiards, or take boxing lessons to keep fit. Their neighbours' children would scrump for apples in the long thin town gardens, as Basil Blackwell and his sister did in the 1890s. Broad Street's eclectic mixture of inhabitants, and its jumble of old dwellings, persisted in a recognizable form until the site was cleared. By 1939 the North side of Broad Street from the east end of Trinity, excepting the White Horse pub at No. 52, was transformed into a world of books. Numbering from 50 to 35, were the four old buildings Sir Basil had saved and united and thirteen former old houses that now formed the New Bodleian. 3 Before the advent of Blackwell's, the majority of the occupants of 48, 49, 50, and 51 Broad Street were also skilled tradesmen. Living proof of Napoleon's famously disparaging nation of shopkeepers, they were not to be disparaged. These small businesses were the source of the next generation of more ambitious, socially mobile, and often scholarly progeny, who later went on to the universities. This gentility was arrived at via china and glassware (48) Behind Blackwell's, numbering now 48-51, was a jumble known as Bliss Court, which Basil Blackwell remembered as anything but "blissful."
8 There, he observed, only ferns would grow in the fetid atmosphere fanned by the breezes from the three communal "offices" and a standpipe. Amidst the dwellings of the poor were stables and a hayloft where "undergraduates were still prone to equestrian exercise." Notwithstanding the environment, the elderly residents seemed to thrive and could be removed only when nature took its course. 9 Intermittently, assistants in the bookshop would hear the "rapid footfalls and alarming spuds" where students could safely put the gloves on with "Dolly" the boxing coach. 10 By 1939 most of the occupants had departed for Elysium's Fields, and those remaining were accommodated elsewhere at Blackwell's expense. 11 More to Benjamin Henry Blackwell's taste was the headquarters of the Churchman's Union, deriving from the the visit of the poet Verlaine to these quarters. Before he could meet his audience, Verlaine had had to snake his way through "un dedale de chambers regorgeant de livres."
Next to Blackwells No. 47 was typical of this row of long, thin, timber-framed houses, with a cottage at the rear; its frontage measured 6 yards 2 feet 4 inches, and its chimney stacks dated from the 16th century. The house had had 16 windows in 1696, wooden panelling, and marble fireplace; there had been alterations in the 18th century. dren, governess, nursemaid, a n d g e n e r a l servant, and by 1930, the architect, Thomas Rayson.
No. 46, in common with 47-53, had originally belonged to Chantry of S t . M a r y M a g d a l e n e , w h i c h a f t e r r e f o r m a t i o n passed to the City of Oxford. From the 14th to 17th century there was reputedly a succession of cooks and an eating-house.
12 To the east of the house was a narrow passage leading to a long outbuilding used as Billiard Rooms. By the 1840s the shop at the front was divided into two premises, and the back cottages numbered 45a and 45b. The 1851 census shows No. 45 occupied by a wine merchant, a widow, Charlotte Sheard, and her two young children. Also at No. 45 (presumably living in the building behind) was Thomas Betteris, described as a "Billiard Table Keeper Acland's neighbours at Nos. 38-39 were also part of this medical enclave: John James Sims Freeborn (1795-1873) matriculated as a "medicus" (doctor) on 15 September 1834, and Robson's Directory of 1839 lists him as an apothecary at 38 Broad Street. By 1851 John Freeborn had moved next door to No. 39, and his 27-year-old physician son Richard Fernandez Freeborn (1823-1883), surgeon, was occupying No. 38 with his wife Clara, their baby daughter and two servants; ten years later they had six children and five servants, including a footman. By around 1860, the Freeborns had combined the two houses into one. In the 1881 census Richard Freeborn is still shown as a physician with four grown-up children living at home: John (a graduate of Exeter College was studying medicine at London), Albert (an undergraduate at Christ Church), Clara, and Mary. They were all well looked after by a cook, housemaid, indoor manservant, and under-housemaid. Richard Freeborn died as a result of a carriage accident in 1883, and his son succeeded him, continuing in the Practice until 1928.
14 Next door at No. 37 was Dr. H. E. Counsell, who campaigned vigorously against the demolition of the houses. 15 In days past, this larger house had been a thriving shoemaking business, more a factory than a cottage industry. Its owner, Mrs. Clara Simms, was a widow of 41 employing 18 men, including her two sons George (21) and James (19). She had three younger children, kept a servant, and took in student lodgers. By the time of the 1881 census, her son George (Simms) had taken over the business. A widower of 51, he lived over the shop with his son of the same trade, his daughter, and a general servant.
At 16 The Dog & Partridge was then in the occupation of a Mr. Davis, and its frontage measured 5 yards 2 feet 9 inches. In 1841 the publican was John Ryman, while the 1851 census shows Richard Cozens living at the pub with his wife, three small children, a lodger, and one servant. The pub was reconstructed in October 1881, and Elizabeth Gilbert moved in. She had been landlady of the Coach & Horses at 44 Holywell Street, and when that pub was about to be demolished to make way for the Indian Institute she brought the sign with her and gave the name to this pub instead. How delighted the King's Arms proprietors must have been to see the New Bodleian: more customers and less competition! Yet again they will be giving three cheers in expectation of even larger crowds, when the New Bodleian reopens as the Western Library in 2015.
Just as making works of art freely available to the general public saved Gilbert Scott's iconic Backside Power Station for posterity, so booklovers have ensured the future of his New Bodleian. The Western Library, with its street-level doors opening into the Blackwell Hall, celebrates the lives of former inhabitants and welcomes those from all walks of life who share a love of books. Basil Blackwell in his restored shop had similar thoughts in 1939:
" 
